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INTRODUCTION
This is a study of the antebellum free Black man in selected
counties in South Carolina--Char1eston, Richiand, and Sumter. The pur
pose of the study is to investigate the life and status of this segment
of the Black population in the above-mentioned counties between I83O-
I865* An investigation of the economic, political, and social status of
free Blacks is to be included in the study. From the investigation of
the three sample counties named, it is hoped that one might get some
idea of what life was like for free Blacks in South Carolina during the
antebellum period.
The counties selected represent two different geographic sections
of the state. Charleston is located on the coast; Richland and Sumter
are at the base line of the Piedmont section. Their location determined
to same degree the kinds of economic activities engaged in by their popu
lations. Aside from this, these counties contained the largest number of
both free Blacks and slaves for the period under investigation, (See
Table 1).
The study is set in the historical frame of reference. The investi
gator has relied heavily upon primary sources such as wills, legal stat
utes, and petitions of various kinds.
It must be kept in mind that this investigation does not propose to
reveal the origin of "free persons of color" in South Carolina. Their
origin predates the period of concern, (I83O-I865) of this study. The
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available evidence reveals that the sources that were primarily responsible
for the origin of free Blacks in South Carolina are also responsible for
the continued growth of the free Black population, but in varying degrees.
TABLE 1








































*U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Ninth Census
of the United States, 1870: Statistics of Population, pp. 60-61.
The first chapter deals with the various means that were responsible
for the increase in growth of the free Black population of the three
counties and South Carolina at large. Wills were used a great deal in
cases where the owners of slaves desired to free them upon the owner's
death.
The second chapter shows how the laws of South Carolina were used
to impede the growth and mobility and to circumscribe the environment of
free Blacks. The two remaining chapters are concerned with the economic
and social conditions of free Blacks in the three counties.
The investigation of data for this study has been conducted in a
manner which would provide the reader with evidence that would indicate
some idea of what life was like for free Blacks in South Carolina during
slavery. The society in South Carolina as in the remainder of the slave
South was not meant to include free Blacks; this society was one con
structed basically for master and slave. In this kind of social arrange
ment, free Blacks had to make predetermined adjustments for their survival,
and therefore were the inheritors of a rigid life style, neither totally
free nor completely slave.
A similar study had been conducted by Marina Wikramanayake as a
thesis for partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of
Doctor of Philosophy in History at the University of Wisconsin. The title
of the thesis is "The Free Negro in Ante-Bellum South Carolina" and was
submitted to the University of Wisconsin in 1966. The primary difference
between the above-mentioned investigation and this one is that the former
investigation collected data from the state of South Carolina at Large
and this investigator confined his research to the three counties of
Charleston, Richiand, and Sumter.
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CHAPTER I
SOURCES CONTRIBUTING TO THE GROWTH
OF THE FREE BLACK POPULATION
During the ante-bellum period of South Carolina's history, the
segment of the Black population often referred to as "free persons of
color" owed their growth to several sources. The sources that were pri
marily responsible for the growth of the free Black population in South
Carolina were: (1) manumission of slaves; (2) children born of white
fathers and free Black mother; (3) children born of a white mother and a
Black male; (k) children born to free Black parents; (5) children born of
a male slave and a free woman of color; and (6) natural increase due to the
excess of births over deaths of "free persons of color".
During the period being considered, I83O-I865, of the three sample
counties under investigation, Charleston had the largest number of free
Blacks. Charleston County, the city of Charleston in particular, was a
very unique environment in South Carolina for free Blacks. The city was
one of the major seaports in the United States at that time, and its com
mercial nature made it very attractive to individuals seeking a livelihood,
and free Blacks were no exception. Life in Charleston for free Blacks was
^.S., Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Ninth Census of
The United States, 1870: Population, pp. 60-61.
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less rigid socially than in the remainder of South Carolina's basically
rural counties due to the large number of persons traveling through the
city.
The influx of new ideas and thoughts made the environment of
Charleston a little more flexible than that of other South Carolina counties.
It was an attractive city in South Carolina in that it provided greater
economic potential for "free persons of color". The Charleston atmosphere,
inviting as it was, encouraged many free Blacks to migrate there from
surrounding counties and nearby states.
Richland and Sumter districts, being primarily farm areas, were more
stable and rigid than Charleston in a social sense, and were not very
attractive to free Blacks. As a matter of fact, free Blacks were few in
number and were discouraged from coming into these areas. Evidence indi
cates that fewer free Blacks were manumitted in Sumter and Richland coun
ties. There was a greater number of "free persons of color11 who were
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mulatto rather than Black in both districts or counties. The evidence
does not reveal that these mulattoes achieved their freedom solely on the
basis that one of their parents was white.
Slaves were manumitted by their masters for various reasons. These
reasons varied from close kinship ties to very close sentimental attach
ment to slave servants. In very rare cases slaves were emancipated because
of meritorious service rendered to the state or county. One such case in
South Carolina where a slave was granted freedom because of such service,
2General Service Administration, South Carolina, Richland, and
Sumter Counties, Seventh Census of the United States. 1850: White and
Free Colored Population"! (Microfilm)
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was that Involving a slave named Abraham. Abraham, a Black man, was
bought by the State of South Carolina and set free. The state legisla
ture appropriated $1,200.00 for the purchase of Abraham from his Charleston
County master, William Kirk. The reason can only be adduced from the
language of the act itself: "Whereas, a certain negro man named Abraham,
belonging to Mr. William Kirk, has rendered certain meritorious services
to this state, for which he ought to be rewarded: . . ."'
South Carolina, like the other siavehoiding states, became panicky
whenever slaves attempted insurrection. South Carolina reacted to the
threats of slaves and free Blacks in attempting to dismantle the slave
system by passing stringent laws prohibiting the emancipation of slaves.
The Denmark Vesey Insurrection had an adverse effect upon the status of
free Blacks in South Carolina. Nat Turner's Rebellion in 1831 encouraged
South Carolina to make more stringent in 1834, a Legislative Act passed in
1825 which prohibited "free persons of color" from entering South Carolina
from other states. The Act was to keep the number of free Blacks from
becoming too large.
In spite of these efforts by South Carolina to control the number of
free Blacks, slave owners continued to petition the legislature for per
mission to emancipate their slaves. Others who were determined to free
their slaves did so and made preparations for them to leave the state.
Those owners who wanted their slaves to remain in the state but could not
free them under the state law made provisions for these slaves to have
^Statutes at Large of South Carolina, Vol. V, p. 481,
^Statutes at Large of South Carolina, Vol. VII, p.
k
the same privileges of "free persons of color", however minimal they were.
The will of James S. Mitchell of Charleston County, provided that
". . . two faithful negroes Bob and Charles should be permitted by his
family, that both of them receive and enjoy the profits of their labor,
since they cannot be emancipated according to state law."
Some owners of slaves allowed their slaves and servants to hire
themselves out. Some of these slaves were permitted to keep a portion of
the money they earned after their expenses had been paid. The money that
belonged to the slave was often used to purchase his freedom. Available
evidence revealed cases where the master or owner of slaves so specified
in their wills that a certain slave or slaves were to be allowed to pur
chase freedom.
Sarah Reid,of Charleston County, left instructions to the Executor
of her will that:
A servant named Hetty and her child were to be allowed to work
and purchase their freedom at $300.00, which was to be paid
to Sarah Jenkins and Sarah Jackson, (the heirs to Sarah Reid's
estate), after the death of their own, Sarah Reid.6
In another will, a woman stipulated that her slave servant be per
mitted to work for herself, and if the opportunity for her to leave the
state arose, arrangements were to be made for her. The owner knew that
South Carolina prohibited the emancipation of slaves, so she was willing
to make arrangements for her slave's departure in her will. Marie E.
Lafforgue provided in her will that her slave woman Abseinte be allowed to
work for her own benefit, and that if Abseinte got an opportunity to leave
of Janes S. Mitchell, Record of Wills Charleston County, S.C.,
Vol. k3 Book B. 1839-1845, p. 502.
^ill of Sarah Reid, Record of Wills Charleston County, S.C., Vol. kO
Book A. 1834-1839, p. 18.
the state, she should be permitted to become free.'
In an earlier study dealing with the origins of free Blacks, it was
pointed out that wills and other public documents indicated that large
numbers of staves were freed because of their special relationships with
their masters.8 These special kinds of relationships were of a family
nature, wherein the slave who was the servant had worked in very close
proximity to the master's family and after several years of service was
accepted as being somewhat of a family member.
In some of these close kinship relations or sentimental attachments,
it was not unusual for the master to want to keep his servant around until
his death. There were wills requesting that special stipulations be carried
out before a servant would receive his or her freedom. One such case was
found in the will of Elizabeth L. Bradley of Sumter County. She left
instructions that her Black servant, named Toney, would be freed, but he
g
had to remain in Columbia with her until after her death.'
There were other wills making special requirements of the slaves
before freedom was granted. A case in point was the will of Eunice Neufville
of Charleston County wherein she stipulated that her servant, Henry, would
not be emancipated until he had completed his apprenticeship.
Of the sources contributing to the increase of free Blacks in Charles
ton, Richland, and Sumter counties, specifics could not be dealt with in
of Marie E. Lafforgue, Record of Wills, Charleston, S.C.,
Vol. kO, Book A, 1834-1839, p. 32.
8E. Horace Fitchett, "Origins and Growth of the Free Negro Population
in Charleston, S.C.," Journal of Negro History, XXVI (October, W), *2*»-
425.
9Will of Eliza L. Bradley, Record of Wills, Sumter County, S.C.,
Vol. 2, Book 02, 1823-1853, p. 177:
10Wil1 of Eunice Neufville, Record of Wills, Charleston County, S.C.,
Vol. k3, Book B, 1839-1W5, p. 5091
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terms of what source(s) contributed what proportion to the total growth
of the free Black population. One writer listed manumission, both pri
vate and public, as the important means by which the free Black population
was increased* It is difficult to determine or even attempt to estimate
how much of the growth was due to a natural increase among free Blacks.
The same might be said of mulatto children born of white fathers and free
Black mothers as well as for those born of white mothers and Black fathers.
There were many attempts to prevent white women from associating with Black
men, but in some cases these efforts apparently failed.
In light of the legislative acts enacted by the state of South Caro
lina to prevent the private emancipation of slaves by their masters, a
number of the latter petitioned the legislature for grants of freedom or
permission to manumit slaves.
Rebecca Drayton of Charleston petitioned the legislature of South
Carolina requesting permission to free her slave Abba. The reason given
in her petition was that she was of old age and that her slave, Abba,
having been with her about twenty years, had served her well. The state
ruled unfavorably in its reply to this petition.12 The state's reason for
ruling unfavorably in cases involving petitions seeking permission to
emancipate a slave was that if it took a lenient stand on one petition,
then the sympathy of the state would be "abused" by others filing petitions
thereafter. Favorable rulings were rare, but there were a few cases which
might be considered unusual in circumstances.
nE. Franklin Frazier, The Free Negro Family (New York: Arno Press,
Inc., 1968), p. 3.
12
Petition of Rebecca Drayton to the South Carolina Legislature.
South Carolina Department of Archives and History, Columbia, S.C.
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In Abbeville District a very unusual case was found—one involving
the trustee of a will. The will gave instructions to emancipate a Black
child and his mother after the death of the master and his wife. Alexander
Bowie, the trustee of the above-mentioned will, made the child an inden
tured servant until he reached the age of twenty-one. Upon Sam's twenty-
13
first birthday Bowie petitioned the State Legislature for Sam's freedom.
In cases where slaves were allowed to hire themselves out, many were
able to save enough money to purchase their freedom. In some of these
cases the former slave had a family—wife and children who were still in
slavery. Once the male had purchased his freedom, he worked to purchase
his family from his former master. Once the family members had been pur
chased from the former master, they became the property of the new owner,
namely, the husband and father. Therefore, if the husband or father
wanted to free his family he had to petition the State for permission.
There were some instances in which free Blacks had filed petitions
to the South Carolina Legislature requesting permission to free members of
their family who had been purchased from their former slave owners. One
such case was that of James Patterson of Columbia, a "free person of
color", who had worked and purchased his freedom, and who petitioned the
State Legislature to manumit his wife Sarah, his two children, George and
Mary, whom he owned as slaves.1'* The petition was filed in I838, and the
House of Representatives' Committee on Colored Population rejected the
i3Petition of Alexander Bowie, 18^2, The South Carolina Department
of Archives and History, Columbia, S.C.
'^Petition of James Patterson, October, I838, The South Carolina
Department of Archives and History, Columbia, S.C.
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petition on December 11, I838. * Similar cases were found in records
pertaining to other counties of South Carolina.
Records show that there were instances where petitions had been
filed by free Blacks who were married to their slaves, and desired their
offspring be allowed to assume the legal status of the free parent. Such
was the case of Moses Irvin of Charteston, who petitioned the State Legis
lature requesting that his children be allowed to assume his status as a
'•free person of color", Irvin, who had been the servant to General Marion
of South Carolina during the American Revolutionary War, had received his
freedom about 1806. Irvin's petition to the General Assembly in I836 was
accompanied by the endorsement of Basil Manly, Pastor, and all the deacons
and members of The Baptist Church of Charleston, where Irvin and his wife
had been members. A letter from the grandson of his former owner was also
sent to the Legislature in his behalf. The Senate Judiciary Committee
ruled favorably on Irvin's request.
The primary obstacles created by whites to retard the growth of the
free Black population in South Carolina were legislative acts which pro
hibited the emancipation of slaves and the entrance of "free persons of
color" into South Carolina from other states and counties.
The white citizens of South Carolina were constantly petitioning the
State Legislature for additional restrictive acts and for amendments to
those already in force that would serve to prevent the population of free
Blacks from becoming too large. South Carolina's citizens were in constant
ep of the Committee on Colored Population on the Petition of
James Patterson of Columbia, S.C. December 11, I838. The South Carolina
Departitent of Archives and History, Columbia, S.C.
i6Petition of Moses Irvin. March, I836, South Carolina Department
of Archives and History, Columbia, S.C.
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fear of slaves being encouraged by free Blacks to rebel. Since the slave
society had no place for a free Black class, whites were attempting to
eliminate free Blacks or regulate their behavior to conform closely to
that of the slave.
As a result of this concern, many of the legislative acts of South
Carolina relating to Blacks came about as the result of petitions from the
citizens. A petititon submitted by the citizens of York District serves
as an example. It requested a law that would remove "the evil of the
mixing of a free and a slave population11, a law that the petitioners hoped
would reduce the threat of having a free Black population. These citi
zens who authored the petition wanted to see a uniform Black population
consisting of slaves only.
The cases discussed above are illustrative of the various means
responsible for the growth of free Blacks in the three South Carolina
counties under investigation. A dominant theme in the consideration of
this segment of the population was the legal measure designed to restrict
the growth of the free Black population. These measures were partially
successful as evidenced by the relatively stable free Black population in
the three counties between I83O-I86O. Observation of Table 1 will show
that in despite of slight fluctuations during the thirty year period, the
number of free Blacks in each of the three counties was smaller in i860
than it had been in I83O.18
'^Disposition of Free Persons of Color, Petition submitted by the
Citizens of the York District, (181*2). South Carolina Department of
Archives and History. Columbia, S.C.
.S. Department of Commerce, Ninth Census, pp. 60-61.
CHAPTER II
THE LEGAL STATUS OF FREE BLACKS
The legal status of free Blacks, according to John Hope Franklin,
was relatively greater during the colonial and revolutionary periods than
during subsequent times. Their status continually deteriorated until near
the end of slavery.1 What little freedom they did have was in constant
jeopardy since there was the ever present fear of being kidnapped and
being sold into slavery. Almost any conflict with the law constituted
grounds for the court to reduce a free Black person's status to one of
servitude or slavery. In South Carolina, as in many slave states, free
Blacks were required to register and have a white person as guardian to
verify their free status.
In South Carolina, many of the laws that were enacted to govern
slaves also applied to free Blacks. In some of these laws, punishment
was the same, while others made a few distinctions between the punishment
for slaves and free Blacks; the punishment for free Blacks usually included
imprisonment and/or fine. An example was the Act of 1833 which prescribed
punishment for any conviction other than that of a capital crime. A
slave found guilty was to be punished by whipping, confinement in stocks,
or treadmill; while free Blacks would receive the same punishment with
1John Hope Franklin, From Slavery to Freedoms A History of Negro
ans (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, Inc., 1967), pp. 217-18.Americans
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the additional possibility of imprisonment or fine. For a capital
offense, this legislation prescribed hanging for both slave and "free
person of color".2 A year later the same act was amended to provide
imprisonment for slaves for a non-capital offense thereby reducing the
distinction between free and slave Blacks.3
As early as 1825, the State Legislature enacted a law which pro
hibited the entrance into South Carolina of free persons of color from
other states.1* Ten years later, the General Assembly acted to prevent
free Blacks from entering by land or by water.5 The primary intent of
this legislation was to prevent free Blacks from coming into the state
aboard vessels. Experience had shown that free Blacks employed on ships
as cooks, stewards, and in other occupations had found their way into
the state through such ports as Charleston. The act of I835 thus closed
a loophole by prohibiting migration into the state by water.
The I835 act also included provisions making it illegal for free
Blacks to carry firearms or any other lethal weapon. Exceptions were
made when a "free person of color" carried on his person a written permit
from his guardian.6 The provision in the act of 1835 making it illegal
for free Blacks to carry firearms was designed to protect whites from
any possible threats from free Blacks in South Carolina.
2Statutes at Large of South Carolina, Vol. VI, p. k8$,
3Ibid., p. 516.




In South Carolina, there were restraints that made it difficult for
free Blacks to earn a living. Several of these prohibitory measures
found their way into the State Legislature. A legislative act prohibited
the employment of a free Black person as a clerk or salesman in a shop,
store, or house.? Another legislative act prohibited whites from trading
o
cotton, rice, corn or wheat with slaves and "free persons of color11.
These were principal crops for the interstate and intrastate commerce of
South Carolina. Therefore, legislation was necessary to keep the trading
of these crops exclusively among whites.
The same legislative act which prevented the hiring of free Blacks
as clerks, also prohibited "free persons of color" from establishing a
school or other place of instruction for teaching any slave or free Black
to read or write.^ Another legislative act was enacted in I83I which made
it illegal for free Blacks to make or sell alcoholic beverages in the
state of South Carolina.
South Carolina did not allow benevolent societies of free Blacks to
incorporate. In I856, the Brotherly Association of Charleston had its
petition for incorporation rejected on the grounds of being against state
law.11
South Carolina did find it somehow possible on occasion to protect
the limited freedom of free Blacks within her boundaries. The State
7Ibid., pp. 468-70.
p
Statutes at Large of South Carolina, Vol. VI, p. 517.
^Statutes at Large of South Carolina, Vol. VII, pp. 468-70.
10Ibid., p. 467.
1'Petition of the Brotherly Association of Charleston, I856. South
Carolina Department of Archives and History, Columbia, S.C.
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provided a penalty for the abduction of a "free person of color". The
penalty for those convicted of forcible or fraudulent abduction, or
assisting in the commission of abduction, were to be fined no less than
$1,000.00 and imprisoned for a minimum of one year. Those persons found
guilty of selling free Blacks as slaves would receive in addition to fines
12
and imprisonment, thirty-nine lashes on the bare back.
Free Blacks were still required to carry the burden expected of
citizens despite the many efforts of South Carolina to restrict their
legal status. An I836 act established a $2.00 tax to be paid only by
free Blacks. Thus, this was a tax to support a government that did not
serve its Black taxpayer.
The penalty for neglecting to pay the $2.00 tax was rather stringent,
as evidenced by a free Black man, John Daingerfieid, who failed to pay
the tax. Daingerfieid was to be taken into custody by the Sheriff of
Charleston County, wherein he would be hired out for a term not exceeding
one year, and not longer than necessary to pay the capitation tax, to
gether with the lawful costs and charges involved. 3
In addition to the enactment of State statutes governing the behavior
of free Blacks, there were also city and county ordinances for the same
purpose. One such Charleston ordinance forbade the assemblage of more
than seven slaves or free Blacks for religious worship or any other pur-
pose except in the presence of one or more white male citizens.
12Statutes at Large of South Carolina, Vol. VI, p. 57**.
for the arrest of John Daingerfieid, June 3, 1851. South
Carolina Department of Archives and History. Columbia, S.C.
lf*A Digest of the Ordinance of Charleston, I783-I8M*, pp. 176-77.
The legislation cited above is reflective of the numerous restric
tions placed on the free Black population. These laws represented an
accurate index of the low esteem in which the people of the state held
this segment of the population. Aside from the statutory provisions
which governed the activities of the free Blacks were the restraints
placed on the group by public opinion. Except in rare cases, "free per
sons of color1' did not participate on a basis of equality with whites
in any activities of the dominant group. In that sense their position
was only slightly higher than that of slaves. The one constant factor
which determined or defined relationships was color. They were persons
of color, but not slaves; therefore, they were regarded as a potential
menance to the existing social arrangement who were to be kept under con
stant surveillance and control.
CHAPTER III
ECONOMIC CONDITIONS OF FREE BLACKS
There were variations in the economic status of free Blacks within
the various sections of the state. Those free Blacks of the coastal
region of South Carolina where Charleston is located were generally
better off economically than free Black residents of the Piedmont area
living in Sumter and Richland counties.
The urban environment offered free Blacks better opportunities to
engage in a variety of occupations. In the city of Charleston alone, one
author reported evidence that free Blacks had engaged in more than fifty
different occupations, many of them requiring much skill. Skilled free
Black workers experienced a period where they enjoyed the benefits of
2
having a monopoly of mechanical trades in Charleston* There was no
objection to Blacks being mechanics. Aside from the mechanical trades,
free urban Blacks were able to engage in employment in other trades, such
as carpentry, brickmasonry, plumbing, and others. In this city, free
Blacks were able to gain a secure position in the economic order. While
this was true in some cases, all free urban Blacks did not enjoy or share
Hope Franklin, From Slavery to Freedom: A History of Negro
Americans (New Yorks Alfred A. Knopf, Inc., 1969), p. 222.
2E. Franklin Frazier, The Negro in the United States (New York:
The Macmilian Co., 19^9), p. 595.
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in successful economic ventures. Although some Blacks did experience
success and a degree of wealth, there was ever present the opposition of
many white workers who opposed Blacks entering certain occupations. In
I836, whites were successful in getting a law passed that prohibited free
Blacks from being employed as clerks.
Free Blacks in the Piedmont region were not as well off as their
Black counterparts of the lower Atlantic Coastal region where Charleston
is located. In the rural area of the Piedmont, farming was the primary
occupation. Many free Blacks farmed small plots of land with inexpensive
dwellings, few farming implements or tools and meager livestock.
In the Sumter district, William Ellison, a free Black man, was an
exception to the small farm plot-holder. As an ex-slave who had achieved
the status of freedom, Ellison reached a high level of material success.
He had acquired his wealth as a gin-maker. According to the I850 Agricul-
turai Census, he was valued at $6,000.00 in personal and real property.
Records of I850 did not indicate his owning or operating a farm. However,
in i860, the records did show Ellison operating and owning a farm with a
cash value of $7,000.00 (See Table 2). The same census indicated that
Ellison owned over a hundred slaves. The acreage of Ellison's farm was
impressive—800 total acres, 500 acres improved and 300 unimproved.
In fact, Ellison was well known as a plantation owner who identified
himself with the cause of slavery and gained a reputation among slave
3lbid.
*HJ.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Seventh Census
Agriculture, 1850, South Carolina. (Microfilm)
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owners. His reputation In the Sumter district was largely due to his
frequent advertising for runaway slaves.
TABLE 2






























































U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Eighth Census
Agriculture, i860, South Carolina. (Microfilm)
Another Sumter free Black farmer with considerable land holdings
was William Nelson. He owned 2,000 acres of land with a cash value of
$2,000.00. However, of the 2,000 acres owned by Nelson, only 100 acres
were improved land leaving 1,900 that were unimproved. Comparatively
speaking, this suggests that Nelson farmed on a very small scale relative
to the total number of acres he owned. There was no evidence indicating
^Marina Wikramanayake, "The Free Negro in Ante-Bellum South Caro
lina,11 Unpublished Doctoral Thesis, University of Wisconsin, 1966, p.
100.
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whether Nelson owned any slaves or not. The 1850 Agricultural Census of
South Carolina cited that William Nelson owned his farm, but there was
no record revealing farm ownership in the i860 Census, (See Table 3»
Statistics on William Nelson, I850).
In Charleston, the agricultural situation was of a different nature.
The farm plots were very small but the cash value of the farms was higher
comparatively to the number of acres (See Tables k and 5)* The two
parishes which the statistics in these tables represent are very close to
the city of Charleston. The higher property values for the farm lands of
St. Michael and St. Phillips1 parishes was probably due to their location
just outside the city of Charleston.
The city of Columbia, the capital of the state of South Carolina,
offered free Blacks more opportunities than did the rural area of Richiand
County. There was a larger variety of occupations that free Blacks were
permitted to engage in Columbia. However, the opportunities in Charleston
were superior to those of Columbia. The statistics on free Blacks for
both cities does reveal that there were quite a few females who had pro
perty, both real and personal, who had no occupation according to the
i860 Census, (See Table 6). This table provides a random sample of free
Blacks who had done relatively well economically in Charleston. Comparable
statistics for Columbia are presented in Table 7, classifying the occupa
tion, age, and property—real and personal—of a random sample of free
Blacks in i860.
A considerable number of free Blacks in South Carolina owned slaves.
U.S. Department of Commerce, Seventh Census Agriculture, 1850,
(microfi1m)
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TABLE 5
STATISTICS ON THE REAL ESTATE OF SEVERAL FREE BLACK FARMERS OF THE PARISHES
OF ST. PHILLIPS AND ST. MICHAEL OF CHARLESTON COUNTY, i8603
Cash Value of
Acres of Land Value Farming Asses Value of
Name of Owner Improved Unimproved of Farm Machinery Horses and Mules Livestock
Mrs. Alexander
Noisett 16 None $8,000 $100 2 1 $325
Martin Nelson 3 None $1,500 $100 3 0 $400
Captain Wi11iamsonb He died in I856 and willed his estate to his wife, Mary or Molly Williamson
ail. S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Eighth Census Agriculture, i860,
South Carolina.
Will of Captain Williamson, Records of Wills of Charleston County, Vol. k7, I85I-I856,
p. ^57
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However, there were not many Blacks operating and owning large planta
tions. In many cases, free Black ownership of slaves was not economically
motivated as was white ownership. In some instances, one of the spouses
had purchased the other. In South Carolina during I83O-I86O, the private
emancipation of a slave was prohibited. In such families where children
were born, they assumed the status of the mother. If the mother was the
slave of her husband, then their children were considered slaves of their
father. These children were often enumerated by the census-taker as being
slaves.
TABLE 6
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There were also instances where the ownership of slaves by free
Blacks did not result because of family ties. A large number of these
slaves were owned by free Blacks solely for their cheap labor. One
author reported that there were 394 free Blacks residing in Charleston
County in I83O who owned an average of five slaves with their ages ranging
from age 10 to 100. In Richiand County, for the same year, there were
only seven free Blacks owning an average of 2.42 slaves, whose ages ranged
2k
from 10 to 100. In Sumter there was only one free Black, William Ellison,
who owned four slaves.7 The ownership of slaves by free Blacks as well
as whites served as an indicator of the slaveholder's economic status
among his peers.
In communities where there were appreciable numbers of free Blacks,
their social and economic conditions were often responsible for the for
mation of mutual societies. One of the services rendered by the mutual
aid societies was that of an insurance company for its members. These
insurance services were generally of a minimal nature. The services
usually provided were the education of the children of the deceased mem
ber, care for the widow, care for the sick and poor, and funeral services
Q
for the deceased members.
In Charleston, the first of such cooperative economic mutual aid
societies was the Brown Fellowship Society, which had its beginning in
1790. The society was organized by a group of mulattoes and quadroons.
A year later, darker free Blacks formed their own society since the
fairer free Black members of the Brown Fellowship Society had excluded
them. This society was known as the Free Dark Men of Color. In 1843,
the group changed its name to the Humane Brotherhood and adopted a new
constitution.9 In this new constitution, members were not only protected
against accidents, sickness, and death, but also against other misfortunes
7Carter G. Woodson, Free Negro Owners of Slaves in the United
States in 1830 (New York: Negro Universities Press, 1924), pp. 27-31.
8James B. Browning, "The Beginning of Insurance Enterprise Among




...should they (the members), through the moral natural
course of events, fall into prison, without injuring or
rendering impeachable their moral character, but by real
misfortune, their families shall receive the amount of
one dollar and fifty cents per week, the same when mem
bers are sick.10
One unique feature of the Brown Fellowship Society was a provision
which made it similar to a credit union. When necessary, members could
borrow from the treasury to make improvements on their homes and busi
nesses.
A third benevolent organization, the Unity Friendship Society, was
formed in Charleston in 1844. The society was organized for the purpose
of giving aid to its members, helping orphans and widows of members
during times of stressJ2 These mutual aid societies represented the
collective efforts of free Blacks to do something economically for
themselves.
10Ibid.
11 Ibid., p. 426.
12Ibid., pp. 427-428.
CHAPTER IV
THE SOCIAL LIFE OF THE FREE BLACK POPULATION
In the South, slavery could not exist continually without a con
sistent set of social attitudes to justify its existence. These parti
cular attitudes were applied to free persons of color in much the same
way as they were meant for slaves. Slavery was developed in the South
in such a way that the status of the Black population, whether free or
2
slave, was one of permanent inferiority.
The status of the free Black population during the slavery period
was a marginal one. Marginal in the sociological sense that free Blacks
were not totally free nor totally slave. Their status was above that of
the slave but not equal to the white man. Assimilation into the white
population was not an opportunity open to free Blacks in the slave South.
The evidence does suggest, however, that free Blacks did find it very
difficult to identify with the slaves. Because of the isolation imposed
upon free persons of color, they formed their own community or caste*
This caste was patterned primarily after that of the dominant white popu
lation.
Oliver C. Cox, Caste, Class, and Race (New York: Monthly Review
Press, 1959), p. XXXI.
Carl N. Degier, "Slavery and the Genesis of American Race Preju
dice," in Making of Black American: Essays in Negro Life and History
ed. by August Meier and Elliott Rudwick (Kingsport, Tennessee: Kingsport
Press, Inc., 1969), p. 93.
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Because of the legal and social restraints of South Carolina regarding
free Blacks, white institutions did not address themselves to the social
needs of free Blacks. Organizations and institutions that would answer to
the social needs of free Blacks had to be developed within the free Black
community. The character of the institutions and organizations created by
free Blacks reflected their degree of assimilation into the culture of the
dominant white society. There were variations in the character of free
Black organizations as well as in the different standards of behavior*
These variations were due to the extent of social isolation and the differ-
ences in the members1 economic status. Those free Blacks who had been
more closely associated with whites experienced a higher degree of accul
turation than those free Blacks who had not been closely associated with
whites.
Free Blacks had to make many sacrifices in trying to overcome the
restrictions in South Carolina to establish institutions for themselves.
However, their efforts had proven more fruitful with some institutions
than others. One author has stated that, "Although free Negroes made
tremendous sacrifices in order to secure education opportunities, it was
not in the field of education but in the field of religion that they built
their major institutions."^
The Independent Church Movement led by Absoiom Jones and Richard
3Edward Franklin Frazier, The Negro in the United States (New York:
The Macmiiian Co., 19^9), p. 76.
id., p. 7k.
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Allen had minimal effect throughout South Carolina. The state reacted by
prohibiting the Independent Church Movement among free Blacks and slaves
alike.^ Before 1822, South Carolina had imposed few restrictions on free
Blacks. It was not until after 1822 that this state began to enact and
enforce stringent laws governing both Free Blacks and slaves—after the
attempted insurrection by Denmark Vesey.
In the African Methodist Episcopal Church under the leadership of
Richard Allen, Reverend Morris Brown had been very active in establishing
a branch of that church in Charleston. Since free Black activists were
under the scrutiny of whites, Reverend Brown fled the state after the
plot of Denmark Vesey had been uncovered. Because of the change in the
opinions and attitudes of white Chariestonians, and the strict enforce
ment of the laws concerning the Independent Church Movement of free
Blacks, the African Methodist Episcopal Church in the city was cut off
from the influence of the Central Church in Philadelphia.7 These actions
adversely affected the momentum of the Independent Church Movement in
Charleston.
The circumstances involving free Blacks and the Baptist Church
(white) in South Carolina were significantly different from that of the
Black Independent Church Movement. Free Blacks in South Carolina who
were Baptists belonged extensively to white Baptist churches. They
5Carter G. Woodson, The History of the Negro Church (Washington,




usually occupied a designated seating area in the white church or wor
shipped on a different day or hour from the white congregation.8
Aside from its purely religious function, the white Baptist Church
served another function for slaves and free Blacks. The church provided
the rudiments of an education for some fortunate slaves and free Blacks
through the teachings of the Church Sunday School. This source of educa
tion for Blacks became unpopular when news of Nat Turner's insurrection
had reached the state and whites had learned that Turner was a preacher.
For Blacks in the rural areas of the state the church provided the
opportunity for Blacks to see their friends and get news of what had
happened in other areas of the state concerning Blacks. In areas where
the Black Independent Church Movement had been successful in establishing
an African Methodist Episcopal Church, the Black Church functioned as a
social center for free Blacks.
The history of education for Blacks in antebellum South Carolina
dates back to the period soon after the founding of the colony. The
Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign Parts was responsible
for the earliest interest in education of Blacks. Its purpose was to
teach slaves the English language so that they might learn the principles
of Christianity.11
8Ibid., p. 110.
9Benjamin E. Mays and Joseph W. Nicholson, The Negro's Church (New
York: Arno Press, Inc., 1969), p. 29.
10Frazier, Negro in the United States, p. 7**.
UC, W. Birnie, "The Education of the Negro in Charleston, South
Carolina, Before the Civil War," Journal of Negro History, XXI (January,
1927), 13.
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One author divides the antebellum period of Black education into
two periods. The first period extends from the beginning of slavery to
1835, which he considers to end at the peak of the insurrectionary move
ment. It was during this period that the impetus for education for
Blacks was provided by those with religious interests. The second period,
influenced by the industrial revolution, changed slavery to a more eco
nomic institution. As a result, literate Blacks were encouraged by
abolitionists to organize insurrections that would disrupt the institu-
12
tion of slavery.
In South Carolina, the first period had its beginning in Charleston
in 1701 with the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign
Parts. This period ended in 183^ when the legislature enacted a law
as a reactionary move to the insurrectionary movement led by Gabriel
Prosser, Denmark Vesey, and Nat Turner. The I83U Act prohibited anyone
Black or white from providing instruction in reading or writing to a
Black person, whether slave or free.1 It became very unpopular in white
churches within the state to provide Blacks with religious instruction
when it was learned that Nat Turner had been a preacher. Many whites
began to fear the Black preacher because he was thought to be providing
Blacks with more than religious teachings. The Black preacher was thought
to be responsible for inciting slaves and free Blacks to insurrection.
12C. G. Woodson, The Education of the Negro Prior to 1861 (Washington,
D.C.: The Association for the Study of Negro Life and History, 1919), p. 2.
'^Birnie, "Education of the Negro in Charleston, South Carolina,
Before the Civil War," p. 13.
^Statutes at Large of South Carolina, Vol. VII, pp. ^68-70. South
Carolina Department of Archives and History, Columbia, S.C.
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In Charleston, free Blacks were concentrated in greater numbers
than in other cities or towns in the state. Because of this concentra
tion, free Blacks had an opportunity to provide education for themselves
primarily through the various benevolent societies which they organized
in the seaport city. The Brown Fellowship Society, founded in 1790, pro
vided an education for the children of deceased members as one of its
primary benefits. The Society continued to I8¥t under its original
constitution which was adopted in 1790 and had a total life span well over
one hundred years. The Society, at its own expense, provided for the
teaching of reading, writing, and arithmetic, and also provided the
necessities of life for the deceased members1 children until the age of
fourteen. After age fourteen, the children were bound out to learn a
trade—males until age twenty-one and females until age eighteen.
Other societies were patterned after the Brown Fellowship Society in that
the education of Black children was included in their objectives. Among
these were the Humane and Friendly Society founded in 1802 and the Minor
Moralist Society started in 1803. The Minor Moralists concerned them
selves with the education of orphaned Black Children.
Because of the advantages that free Blacks enjoyed in Charleston,
it was in this city that Blacks had the greatest opportunity to obtain an
education in South Carolina. They were able to reach a fairly secure
economic position and achieve intellectual recognition among Blacks through
out the nation during antebellum times. Some free Blacks of Charleston
15Ru1es and Regulations of the Brown Fellowship Society, November 1,
1790-18W, pp. 9-10. Main Library of the College of Charleston. Charles
ton, South Carolina.
^Birnie, "Education of the Negro in Charleston, South Carolina,
Before the Civil War," p. 15.
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were merchants, contractors, coal dealers, wood dealers, and artisans.
Although Charleston provided greater opportunities for free Blacks
to acquire an education, there were obstacles. The I834 Act mentioned
above extended to free Blacks the prohibition against instruction in
reading and writing enacted for the slave in 17^0. Free Blacks in
Charleston managed to obtain an education in spite of this legal oppo
sition, however, because that section of the law pertaining to them was
not enforced.
After the Civil War, Charleston Blacks were very fortunate again in
having a very prominent school organized for Blacks in 1865. Avery Normal
Institute was founded by Reverend Francis L. Cardozo on October 1, I865.
The school was named after the philanthropist, Avery, a Wesleyan minister
of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania who had given to the American Missionary
Association $150,000.00. Of this money, $10,000.00 had been appropriated
to the Avery Normal Institute. The Institute remained opened until the
19^0's.
One particular characteristic of free Blacks in Charleston that has
received much attention was the class-consciousness of this group. They
organized themselves into various societies with very rigid membership
requirements. These societies were organized for the stated purpose of




19llReport from W. L. Gordon, School Superintendent to Mayor William
A. Courtenay," Yearbook of the City of Charleston, S. C. (Charleston,
S.C.: News and Courier Book Press, 1880), pp. 125-26.
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organizations. The Brown Fellowship Society, referred to above, had in
the preamble of its constitution a specification that its members were to
be free brown men, natives of the city of Charleston. The membership was
limited to fifty in number and the membership fee was $50.00.21 The
society provided for the education of the children, assistance to widows
and orphans, and burial space for their dead. A clubhouse was maintained
for monthly meetings. The Society managed to survive during periods of
crisis within a slave society by keeping a watchful eye over the behavior
of its members. Society members were overly cautious in their conduct.
The society found itself in a very precarious position by being in a
slave community. The society saw to it that its members did not offend
or upset the status quo established by the white community. No discussion
of controversial issues or problems of the local community or nation was
allowed at their meetings. Rule XVIII of the society's constitution
states: "All debates on controverted points of divinity or matters of
nation, governments, states, or churches, shall be excluded from the
conversation in this society. . ."22 Any member who persisted in debate
in violation of this rule was fined. In 1903, the society changed its
name from the Brown Fellowship Society to the Century Fellowship Society.23
As previously stated, in 1791, darker free Blacks formed the Free
20E. Horace Fitchett, "Traditions of the Free Negro in Charleston,
South Carolina," Journal of Negro History, XXV (April, 19^0), i¥f.
21Ru1es and Regulations of the Brown Fellowship Society, pp. 5-7.
22Ibid., p. 12.
23Robert P. Stockton, "Black Benevolent Society Minutes Go To
College," News and Courier, December 15, 1972, sec. A., p. 8.
Dark Men of Color in Charleston. There was a third benevolent organiza
tion formed in Charleston in 18M*. This was the Unity and Friendship
Society which did not have any restrictions as to skin color. This
society was organized for the purpose of giving aid to its members, and
2k
helping orphans and widows of members during times of stress.
Both of the earlier societies restricted their membership to free
Black men of certain color. These societies served as a center of social
life for free Blacks of Charleston who were fortunate enough to meet the
admission requirements of either organization. So, social life for free




The life of free Blacks in South Carolina during the antebellum
period was a life style determined by the institution of slavery. Every
thought and behavior of this segment of the population in the state was
affected and kept within the confines of this limited, circumscribed
environment. When tradition alone could not dictate control over the
lives of free Black South Carolinians, laws were enacted to complete the
job of control. The evidence reveals that there were laws governing
nearly every aspect of free Black life in the state. Laws were enacted
to prevent outside influence from reaching free Blacks because of the
fear that such influence might disturb the existing social arrangement
in the state. The evidence also suggests that laws enacted to govern
the behavior of Blacks, free and slave, were very effective in South
Carolina, generally speaking. These laws were the most efficient means
of control of the Black population within the state.
The growth of the free Black population within the selected coun
ties of South Carolina during the period under investigation, I83O-I865,
was well controlled because of restrictive laws. These laws prohibited
the emancipation of slaves, prevented free Blacks from coming into the
state, and stopped free Blacks from re-entering the state.
The enactment of the various legislative acts did not completely
curtail the activities of all free Blacks in the state. In the Atlantic
35
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coast city of Charleston, free Blacks did well. As a group, they
achieved economic success* Some did well socially and culturally in
emulating the life styles of whites in that city. The benevolent soci
eties in that city provided the opportunity for those free Blacks who
were able to satisfy the membership requirements an opportunity to obtain
at least a minimal education. What happened to free Blacks in Charleston
was not typical throughout the state; in fact, the environment of free
Blacks in this city was rare in the South.
All in all, free Blacks in South Carolina during the period of I83O-
1865 lived in a circumscribed environment where they were compelled to do
for themselves. They lived in a slave environment where the overwhelming
majority of whites were hostile to Blacks—both free and slave. Their
status was almost the same as that of the slave. They were not totally
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